University of Vermont

UVM ScholarWorks
Graduate College Dissertations and Theses

Dissertations and Theses

2019

Examining The Impact Of Undergraduate Study Abroad On Early
Career Outcomes: A Mixed Methods Approach
Noah Goldblatt
University of Vermont

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/graddis
Part of the Educational Administration and Supervision Commons, and the Educational Assessment,
Evaluation, and Research Commons

Recommended Citation
Goldblatt, Noah, "Examining The Impact Of Undergraduate Study Abroad On Early Career Outcomes: A
Mixed Methods Approach" (2019). Graduate College Dissertations and Theses. 1024.
https://scholarworks.uvm.edu/graddis/1024

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Dissertations and Theses at UVM
ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in Graduate College Dissertations and Theses by an authorized
administrator of UVM ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact scholarworks@uvm.edu.

EXAMINING THE IMPACT OF UNDERGRADUATE STUDY ABROAD ON
EARLY CAREER OUTCOMES: A MIXED METHODS APPROACH

A Dissertation Presented

by
Noah Goldblatt
to
The Faculty of the Graduate College
of
The University of Vermont

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
for the Degree of Doctor of Education
Specializing in Education Leadership and Policy Studies
January, 2019

Defense Date: November 26, 2018
Dissertation Examination Committee:
Sean Hurley, Ph.D., Advisor
Wolfgang Mieder, Ph.D., Chairperson
Kieran M. Killeen, Ph.D.
Penny Bishop, Ed.D.
Cynthia J. Forehand, Ph.D., Dean of the Graduate College

Abstract
This study examines impact of study abroad on early career outcomes at a
professionally-focused northeastern private college. A mixed-methods sequential
research design provides a thorough inquiry into the influence of study abroad on early
career outcomes at this institution. In the first, quantitative phase of the study, The
National Organization of College and Employer’s (NACE) First-Destination Survey data
is analyzed to assess whether a study abroad experience has an impact on career
outcomes. The quantitative results compare career outcomes for 2014, 2015, and 2016
graduates who have studied abroad (n = 523) and those who did not study abroad (n =
661). The quantitative survey contains 1184 participants and represents a response rate
of approximately 90% of the total graduates at the college. The second qualitative phase
examines the quantitative results in order to help explain and provide insights into the
outcomes. A theoretical lens of appreciative inquiry is applied as a framework for
interpreting the results and informs the qualitative line of questioning.
In this project, studying abroad did not prove to significantly impact early career
outcomes. Based on the NACE First Destination Survey, the higher education industry
standard for capturing career placement information, graduates from this college got no
quantifiable positive early career impact from studying abroad. In fact, some trends in
the data even show an early negative effect from having studied abroad especially for
female graduates. Further trends in the results contradict assumptions about study abroad
that are held by students and international educators. However, meaningful impacts of
studying abroad on graduate’s vocational clarity along with personal and professional
development are revealed in the qualitative phase of the study that simply cannot be
captured in the NACE survey.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In March of 2014, Michelle Obama spoke on the topic of study abroad during her
trip to China. She touted the benefits of study abroad, saying it makes students more
marketable and attractive to U.S. employers who desire international experience and
cultural sensitivity (“Michelle Obama’s Reasons to Study Abroad,” 2014). The field of
international education frequently uses career advancement as a tangible benefit of
studying in another country. The National Association of International Educators
(NAFSA) lists career advancement on its website as a key benefit of study abroad. They
claim studying abroad will advance students’ careers by giving them a skillset to not only
help them in the job market, but also make them more productive once employed. In
addition, a movement to increase study abroad nationally has gained traction over the last
few years. This movement, Generation Study Abroad, aims to double the number of
students participating in study abroad by the year 2019. As of 2016, over 350 U.S.
colleges and universities had already adopted this initiative (IIE.org). The featured quote
from the Institute for International Education (IIE) President and CEO, Dr. Allen
Goodman, about Generation Study Abroad states, “International experience is one of the
most important components of a 21st century resumé.” This statement headlines the
Generation Study Abroad website. Additionally, the primary challenges outlined by the
initiative state that only 10% of U.S. college students study abroad, and in the age of
globalization employers are increasingly looking for people with international skills and
experience (IIE.org). A narrative of employability and career success underlies the
national discourse about international education.
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Higher education in the United States is highly commodified, and in a free market
economy, stakeholders increasingly weigh the cost-benefit proposition of investing in a
college degree. As an extension of higher education, studying abroad also fits this theme.
Institutions and individuals want to rationalize the benefit of study abroad, and
employability is high on the list of benefits. As stated by John Christian, a leader in
international education, “The question of employability permeates the thoughts of those
who pay the bills: tax payers, parents, politicians, and, of course, students” (2017). One
of the key pillars supporting the concept of study abroad is built on is a promise of a
career advantage. Many students and their families make tremendous commitments to
invest in a semester or year abroad as part of an undergraduate education. However, the
literature review portion of this project will show wide-ranging research that critically
analyzes the positive career impact of studying abroad remains somewhat sparse.
The research problem addressed by this project critically examines the linkage
between study abroad and career outcomes. The significance of this study is to
contribute to the field of international education by adding a critical look at the discourse,
and provide scholarly research to further substantiate or question the assertions about
career development and study abroad. Notably, a problem of causation exists as study
abroad is just one of many potential variables impacting career success. For example, the
demographics of students who study abroad (largely Caucasian students of higher
socioeconomic status as compared to the national undergraduate population), may prove
larger indicators of career success than their study abroad experience. This example
shows that other variables may carry greater significance than studying abroad, and
brings into question claims made by national officials and education administrators that
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studying abroad correlates with positive career impact. This research project will
consider multiple variables related to the central research problem.
Purpose Statement
This study addresses the impact of study abroad on career outcomes at a
Northeastern private college. I have used an explanatory sequential mixed methods
design which involves collecting quantitative results first, and then explaining the
quantitative results with qualitative data. In the first, quantitative phase of the study,
NACE’s FirstDestination Survey data from the college are analyzed to assess whether the
survey measures are impacted by the variable of studying abroad. The second qualitative
phase is conducted as a follow up to the quantitative results to help explain the
quantitative results. In this exploratory follow-up, the inquiry examines how study
abroad impacts career outcomes with college graduates at a Northeastern private college.
A theoretical lens of appreciative inquiry is applied as a framework for interpreting
quantitative data and conducting the qualitative research.
The quantitative portion of this project asks whether study abroad impacts career
outcomes at a northeastern private college. The qualitative question seeks to understand
the relationship between the study abroad experience and career outcomes among
graduates. The final mixed methods question merges the quantitative and qualitative
results to examine how the institution can maximize the career benefits of study abroad
and help students make meaning of their experiences.
Theoretical Foundation
Somewhat nascent in the field of educational research is the theory of
“appreciative inquiry” (Shauyb, 2009). Appreciative inquiry (AI) is a theory of
3

organizational development that uses a positive or strength-based approach to the
research process which focuses on what works rather than trying to fix what does not
(Shauyb, 2009). Given that mixed methods often come from a paradigm of pragmatism
(Creswell, 2011, Sharp, 2011), the AI framework comes from a worldview that has
strong synergy with mixed methods research. Furthermore, AI has been used as a
theoretical lens in career development research (Shutt, 2007) which helps legitimize the
use of AI for this project due to the focus on career outcomes as they relate to the study
abroad experience. AI will provide a lens in analyzing the quantitative data, constructing
the qualitative phase of the project, and finally a construct in which to frame the merged
results.
The AI theoretical framework has also contributed to the growth of Appreciative
Advising which focuses on a positive student-centered educational experience (Bloom,
Bryant, & He, 2008). As defined, “Appreciative Advising is the intentional collaborative
practice of asking positive, open-ended questions that help students optimize their
educational experiences and achieve their dreams, goals, and potentials”
(appreciativeadvising.net). With the sequential design of this study, the AI approach will
provide a lens for shaping the qualitative explanatory phase and a proactive mindset for
merging the results in a manner that provides solutions to the research problem.
Definition of Terms
In the field of international education, study abroad is defined as any creditbearing academic experience abroad (iie.org). This could include a summer, semester, or
year abroad. Also included in the IIE definition of study abroad are short-term programs
that could include a one-week travel course, or short-term travel embedded in a semester-
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long U.S.-based course. Not included by IIE are students who do full degree programs
abroad or non-credit bearing experiences such as service trips or international
volunteering activities. International students who are not U.S. citizens are not included
in IIE reporting of study abroad statistics even if they are enrolled at a U.S. institution
and elect to study abroad. The participants in this study only include U.S. students who
have done a semester abroad, year abroad, or multiple experiences with a full summer
term being the shortest possible length. Students who have participated in only a shortterm program (two weeks or less) have not been counted as having studied abroad for the
purpose of this study. The aim was to capture students who have had a significant
academic experience abroad versus those who have not.
Researcher Identity
In the fall of 1995, I spent six weeks backpacking in Mexico. At the time, I had
graduated high school, but had decided to take a break from formal education. My
journey took me on a trip to see the Mayan ruins of Palenque, in Chiapas, the most
southern state of Mexico. As I ventured, by bus, into the mountains, a human roadblock
of Zapatista insurgents stopped us from continuing on. I later learned that the Zapatistas
felt the government owed them a debt, and these roadblocks were a method to make their
claims. Upon returning to the United States, I found almost no media coverage of the
civil unrest in Mexico, and was deeply impacted by this apparent lack of global
awareness in my home country. This experience led me to pursue an undergraduate
program in political science with a specific focus on the Latin American region, and has
inspired my research.
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My parents decided to live a counter-cultural life in rural Northern New
Hampshire, and left the New York Metropolitan area in the late 1960s. As one of four
children, I was raised in a very left-leaning household where rules only existed to be
broken. I was raised working class, and always felt that I did not have as many financial
opportunities as my peers. It took me years to realize the relative privilege that comes
with being an educated Caucasian male from New England. I have access to wealth and
opportunity that much of the world just does not.
Ironically, I have spent my last decade professionally working to help create
international experiences for more privileged young people. As Director of Study
Abroad at a small New England private college, I facilitate sending students for a
semester of study in another country. In some cases, the cost of a student’s flight may be
more than the average annual salary in the country they are visiting. This gap in wealth
weighs on my conscience, and I justify my work with the belief that I help students gain a
new perspective on the world that will help them to become better global citizens. My
Master’s thesis focused on the social impacts of macroeconomic policies in Latin
America, and I am trained in the social sciences. My upbringing taught me to question
unfettered capitalism, and this bias certainly shapes my research choices and lens. My
goal in this research is to remain aware about my inherent biases, and to regularly take a
step back to ensure I am not allowing these biases to color my findings.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
In addressing the question of whether study abroad impacts career outcomes,
much of the published work points to how study abroad impacts career development.
The current literature examining study abroad and career outcomes focuses on some
major themes. These themes include employer attitudes toward study abroad,
competencies gained from the international experience, marketing the study abroad
experience, and impact of study abroad on career choices. Moreover, some emerging
literature and a 2016 conference presentation have attempted to evaluate the impact of
study abroad on career outcomes.
Speaking to the value potential employers put on study abroad, Trooboff, Vande
Berg, and Rayman (2007) describe employer perspectives on study abroad. Their
methodology involved partnerships with career service directors from a group of top U.S.
research institutions. The career service directors collectively surveyed employers at
career fairs, and obtained results from 352 organizations representing a wide variety of
industries across the country. The survey focused on two groups within these
organizations. The first group was, “senior management,” and the second, “human
resources and others.” They wanted to determine if the different groups placed different
values on study abroad. The study showed that both groups placed significant value on
study abroad, and valued study abroad more highly than learning a foreign language, for
example. The “HR and others” group was shown to value study abroad even more than
the “senior management” group. Companies who earn greater than 25% of their annual
revenue internationally value study abroad even more than companies who earn 1% to
24% of their revenue internationally. Thus, the more internationally focused the
7

company, the higher value potential employers put on study abroad experience. Semester
or academic year study abroad programs were shown to have been valued more highly by
employers than short term programs abroad.
An international survey from QS Intelligence Unit, an independent organization
which conducts surveys of universities internationally (Molony, Sowter, & Potts, 2011)
evaluated the value of the study abroad experience. The data shows a tendency that U.S.
companies have trended toward increasing the value they place on international study.
This implies employers have begun to further recognize the value of a study abroad
experience, and see study abroad as a positive attribute for potential employees.
Companies placing importance on international study suggests that students may have a
comparative advantage for obtaining employment should they have international
experience.
Trobboff, Vande Berg, and Rayman (2007) also suggest the findings have some
key implications for developing competencies. “Intercultural/global competence” relates
to some personal qualities highly valued by employers. Specifically, they value
“listening and observing well,” “adapting well to change,” “working well under
pressure,” “analyzing, evaluating, and interpreting well,” and “working effectively
outside one’s comfort zone” (p. 29). However, employers indicated they were not
convinced that study abroad enhances these skills. From the hiring perspective, whether
or not students augment specific competencies and skills abroad, employers will not
automatically assume this makes them better candidates for positions in their company.
A qualitative case-study conducted to explore the influence of international preservice teaching experience on the hiring decisions of local school administrators
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addresses employer attitudes toward international experience (Shiveley & Misco, 2012).
Data was collected via surveys and follow-up interviews. Findings indicated that
international experience did influence hiring decisions. However, administrators found
“transferability” as key, and needed to know how the student teaching experience abroad
would apply to their school setting in a concrete way. So, based on this study, just having
study abroad experience may not have a significant career impact unless interviewees
adequately articulate to administrators how their experience applies to their work.
Building on this concept of transferability, a qualitative study on the impact of study
abroad on employability in the industries of agriculture and natural resources (ANR)
suggests that employers may give more attention to students who have studied abroad
when all other factors are comparable, but highlighting these experiences on résumés and
in interviews is key to increasing potential employability (Harder et al., 2015).
DeGraaf, Slagter, Larsen, and Ditta (2013) use quantitative and qualitative
methods to examine the long-term impacts, both personal and professional, of study
abroad. The authors sent surveys to 1,200 students, and then followed up using
individual interviews with respondents. They outlined the following beneficial themes of
the study abroad experience: “global awareness, maturity, self-confidence, and
accomplishment” (p. 56). These benefits mirror the abovementioned competencies
outlined by Trobboff, Vande Berg, and Rayman (2007). DeGraaf, Slagter, Larsen, and
Ditta (2013) also note a connection between academic major and perception of career
impact. They explain that Spanish majors, for example, noted a much higher link
between study abroad and employment opportunities than Business majors who
perceived their study abroad as having less of an impact on their career paths (p. 50).
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Another study conducted by Schrambach (2009) specifically indicates foreign language
acquisition and intercultural skills developed while studying abroad as having a
significant impact on vocational outcomes. Moving from a discussion of competencies to
marketability, some of the literature offers means for using the study abroad experience
during the job search process.
Orahood, Kruze, and Pearson (2004) look specifically at business students and
they note the increasing number of business students participating in international
experiences. The authors analyze the correlation between business students’ study
abroad and their career goals. The researchers used online questionnaires to survey
students, and had 231 participants which constituted a 12% response rate. The findings
showed that 96% of respondents felt their study abroad experience impacted their career
plans. 79% of respondents stated they had discussed their international experience at a
job interview, and 94% said they had listed study abroad on their resumé.
Gardner, Steglitz, and Gross (2009) focus on the hiring process of employers, and
the value they place on study abroad. Their methodology involved direct interviews with
employers and found only one-fifth of employers placed a high value on study abroad.
They found employers placed greater value on other co-curricular activities, like
internships, over studying abroad. This shows employers placing a lower value on study
abroad and suggests the international experience does not play much of a role in hiring
decisions. Company recruiters saw a study abroad experience as “academic tourism”
rather than giving students work-related skills. The article explains some tools the
students can use to better articulate skills they attained from study abroad. These tools
include unpacking the study abroad experience through critical reflection to gain a clearer
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understanding of the competencies gained during the study abroad experience both inside
and outside the classroom. If students focus on skills that transfer from studying abroad
to the workplace, it will help them articulate the experience to potential employers.
Orahood, Kruze, and Pearson (2004) suggest that students who study abroad need tools to
bring their study abroad experience to their resumés, cover letters, interviews, and
networking opportunities, and provide some strategies to achieve these outcomes.
Franklin (2010) examined the long-term career impact of the study abroad
experience. She used a qualitative and quantitative mixed-methods study that involved
198 study abroad alumni 10 years after college graduation. The study found that 58% of
respondents had careers that involve communication with international contacts.
Franklin categorized this finding as “gravitation toward international or multi-cultural
jobs” (p. 176). This suggests an orientation toward international focus in their careers.
Franklin also notes 42% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their international
study experience influenced their career choice. This finding is supported by other
studies such as the Study Abroad for Global Engagement (SAGE) Research Project at the
University of Minnesota. This robust study of approximately 6,000 study abroad alumni
from 22 different U.S. colleges showed that 32% of respondents felt that study abroad
influenced their career choice (Fry and Paige 2010). In a survey of over 17,000 study
abroad alumni who studied abroad between 1950 and 1999, Dwyer (2004) notes that 70%
of respondents felt that study abroad ignited their interest in a career direction they
pursued after the study abroad experience. Schrambach (2009) discusses vocational
clarity. He notes that students who study abroad obtain greater clarity for their career
paths as a result of study abroad.
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Consisting of a comprehensive quantitative research project, the SAGE report,
was designed to measure the connection between individuals’ study abroad during their
college years and their subsequent global engagement. Global engagement is defined as
a set of characteristics organized into five categories: civic engagement, philanthropy,
knowledge production, social entrepreneurship, and voluntary simplicity. The central
questions addressed: To what degree and in what ways do former study abroad students
become globally engaged in the years following their study abroad experiences? To what
degree do former study abroad students attribute their global engagement to their having
studied abroad? What are the relationships between the specific aspects of study abroad
(student demographics, duration, destination, depth of program, and global engagement
outcomes)? Funded by the U.S. Department of Education, the study targeted study abroad
alumni who studied internationally between 1960 and 2007. Data was compiled from
6,378 study-abroad and 5,924 non-study abroad participants representing 20 U.S.
colleges and universities.
The SAGE report found that study abroad had a significant influence on
occupational decisions and career paths. Both quantitative and qualitative aspects of the
report support this claim and point out the respondents attended graduate school at a very
high level, 40%, and of that group, 59% said study abroad impacted their decision to go
to graduate school. What remains unanswered is if the actual study abroad experience
led to this outcome or if students who study abroad tend to be more motivated in general.
Another longitudinal study conducted by the Institute for the International
Education of Students (IES) surveyed 17,000 alumni who studied abroad between 1950
and 1999 (Norris and Gillespie 2009). Note this is the same study cited by the
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abovementioned Dwyer 2004. The survey questions followed a prevalent theme in much
of the career-focused study abroad research that examines how study abroad impacted
career paths. Figure 2.1 shows responses to survey questions pertaining to the career
impact of study abroad (retrieved from Norris and Gillespie 2009):

Again, this study lacks a control group to see how peers who did not participate in study
abroad tracked in comparison to those who did. Nevertheless, a majority of respondents
note that acquiring skills abroad influenced their career path and ignited interest in the
direction of their careers. Notably, the long-term nature of this study gave some insights
into how the impact of study abroad has evolved over several decades. For example, a
comparison of respondents who studied abroad in the 1950s and 1960s versus those who
studied in the 1990s shows that alumni from the 1990s are twice as likely to get a job
overseas, three times more likely to have worked for a multi-national organization, twice
as likely to work in a private industry with an international component, and ten times
more likely to participate in an internship abroad (p. 387). This could represent the
evolution of the impact of study abroad on internationalizing careers, but without a
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proper control group, could also just reflect how careers have become more international
over the decades with the onset of economic globalization or other factors.
In April 2016, The Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs of the U.S. State
Department published an evaluation report of the Benjamin A. Gilman scholarship
program which offers grants to U.S. undergraduate students with limited financial means
for participation in study abroad programs. The report electronically surveyed 1,591
student scholarship recipients, conducted 17 focus groups, and also interviewed college
representatives, select scholars by phone, and limited friends and family of scholars as
well. Importantly, representation of minorities and underprivileged students far exceeds
that of the U.S. study abroad population as a whole. Two of the major findings
highlighted in the report pertained to the program having an impact on students’
professional choices and their desire to seek diversity in the workplace. The report noted
that 73% of respondents said that participation in the Gilman scholarship program caused
them to broaden the geographic location where they might seek employment.
Additionally, 83% of respondents found professional positions in which they could
interact with people from diverse backgrounds or nationalities (p. 7). The evaluation
report does not discuss whether the study abroad experience positively impacts career
prospects, nor does it have a control group to measure whether Gilman scholarship
recipients fared differently than their peers, but it shows scholars linking their experience
abroad to professional outcomes.
Hannigan (2001) examines the effect of vocational exploratory behavior on
vocational self-concept crystallization (VSCC) for U.S. undergraduates who participated
in practical experiences overseas. The concepts are based on measurements used in

14

vocational psychology literature. The methodology includes pre/post-test design in
which students completed surveys before and after the semester. Strong evidence
supported an increase in VSCC for students doing practical work experiences abroad.
The study does not address why students pursue overseas practical experience or the
difference between doing practicums in the U.S. versus abroad. However, it does provide
a unique example of a psychological measurement applied to international internship
experience.
A recent quantitative study in the Journal of Education Finance & Policy looks at
the impact of study abroad on employability (Pietro 2015). This study examined Italian
graduates and used metrics to show a statistically significant correlation between study
abroad and employability. In addition, the most noticeable positive impact came for
students from disadvantaged backgrounds. One notable finding was that students who
studied abroad were 22.9% more likely to be employed within three years of graduation
than those who did not study abroad. This study suggests that study abroad does in fact
impact career outcomes, however, demographics may play a role on how significant the
impact is. This particular study is significant in shaping the research inquiry of this
project as it suggests the impact of study abroad may show variance depending on the
background of the individual study abroad participant. A review of literature has not
uncovered a similar study replicated for U.S. college graduates.
A July 2016 conference presentation evaluated the NACE First-Destination
Survey data at Villanova University and Babson College (Campanella et al., 2016). As
mentioned earlier, this survey is given to recent graduates to measure career outcomes
with both colleges having near census-level response rates. The results did not provide
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an overwhelming positive correlation between study abroad and career success metrics.
In the case of Babson College, 2014 graduates took the First-destination Survey.
Students who did not study abroad had a 95% employment rate, while the study abroad
cohort had a 92% employment rate. Furthermore, median salaries for students who did
not study abroad were $2,000 higher than those who did study abroad.
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Figure 2.2 Babson College NACE First-Destination Survey Results (retrieved
from Campanella et al, 2016)

The Babson College results go against the narrative of study abroad, giving students a
comparative advantage in the job market. Alternatively, Babson retrieved the same data
in 2015 as they did in 2014. The 2015 data did show modest increases in career success
metrics for the study abroad group versus the non-study abroad group. Median salary for
the study abroad group was $1,000 higher than the non-study abroad group, and study
abroad alumni were employed at 96%, versus 92% for the non-study abroad group.
As part of the same presentation, Villanova University presented data from the
2015 NACE First-Destination Survey. Villanova results showed 77% of the study abroad
cohort as having employment 6 months post-graduation while the non-study abroad
group had an employment rate of 71%. However, with the inclusion of other metrics of
continuing education, military service, and volunteering, only 3% of the study abroad
group is still seeking employment with 4% of the non-study abroad group still seeking
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employment. Therefore, only a 1% difference in unemployment for students who studied
abroad versus those who have not.
Figure 2.3 Villanova University NACE First-Destination Survey Results (retrieved from
Campanella et al, 2016)

Much of the literature tying study abroad to career outcomes evaluates the value
employers place on study abroad, perceived competencies gained during study abroad,
how to market skills gained, and the influence of study abroad on career paths. However,
a gap in the literature persists that evaluates the actual impact of study abroad on career
outcomes. Many of the studies include self-reported data pertaining to student
perceptions of how their study abroad experience impacted their employment
opportunities and eventual career paths. These studies, though academic, focus entirely
on how study abroad students perceive their international experiences to have impacted
their careers without objectively measuring actual outcomes. With the exception of
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Pietro (2015) and the conference presentation about Villanova University and Babson
College NACE survey results, the research on career integration and study abroad lacks a
proper control group to measure if graduates who have studied abroad fare more
successfully in the job market than those who have not studied abroad. The SAGE study
had a non-study abroad control group, but the findings are still largely based on selfreported perceptions of the study abroad experience. A more in-depth look at career
success outcomes for students who have studied abroad could help them legitimize study
abroad to potential employers. Furthermore, data about study abroad career outcomes
could give international education administrators a better understanding of the impact of
study abroad thus providing data to help advance their work within their organizations.
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Chapter III: Research Design
This study explores the link between study abroad and career outcomes. The
quantitative portion of the study examines the question if credit-bearing long-term study
abroad experiences in fact have a positive impact on career placement metrics defined by
the NACE. The qualitative portion examines how students perceive their study abroad
experience has influenced their career. This study uses a sequential explanatory design
with a phase one collection and analysis of quantitative data followed by a second phase
of collection and analysis of qualitative data (Creswell 2011). A strength in sequential
design allows for broader and deeper understanding of associations discovered in the first
research phase (Small 2011).
Research Site and Participants
This study was conducted at a small New England private college with a careerorientated curriculum. At this institution, the NACE First Destination Survey has close
to a 100% response rate of 2014-16 graduates representing approximately 1,500
graduates (N=1500). To reach an 88 to 90% level knowledge rate on the NACE FirstDestination survey, the college employs a multi-faceted approach using email, phone,
interviews, social media, and other means to track down recent graduates systematically
until a response is received. Career placement data is critical for many colleges and
universities, and NACE reporting institutions commonly work diligently to get a very
high response rate on the First Destination Survey. For example, both Villanova and
Babson, mentioned in Chapter 2, have similarly high response rates for this NACE
survey. Institutions with a focus on career outcomes may rely heavily on NACE survey
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data to externally market the placement rates of their programs, and therefore use this
data to stay competitive in the higher education marketplace.
Phase I: Quantitative
The quantitative portion of this study analyzes a survey produced by NACE and
commonly used by Career Service offices in higher education to measure career
outcomes and is administered six to twelve months post-graduation. In 2014, NACE
published Standards and Protocols for the Collection and Dissemination of Graduating
Student Initial Career Outcomes Information For Undergraduates also known as the
“First Destination Survey” which outlines standards approved by the NACE board of
directors (“NACE First Destination,” 2014). The report outlines specific metrics colleges
need to include in their surveys in order to measure career outcomes. Individuals who are
considered to have positive career outcome metrics report on the following
characteristics: full-time employment; part-time employment; participating in a program
of volunteer service; serving in the U.S. Armed Forces; or enrolled in a program of
continuing professional study. In contrast, individuals that fall into negative career
outcome metrics report they are seeking employment, planning to continue education but
not yet enrolled, and neither seeking employment nor planning to continue education.
For example, when colleges report job placement rates, students with any of the positive
metrics are included in the reported “placement” rate. When a college reports having a
95% job placement rate after graduation, this success rate includes part-time
employment, employment outside one’s field of study, continuing education, and more.
To measure potentially different outcomes between the study abroad and non-study
abroad group, a comparison of mean job placement rates was applied among the two
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groups. NACE career outcome metrics in this output are split into the two abovementioned categories of positive and negative. All metrics used in the NACE survey are
listed in Appendix A, which classifies specific metrics linked to positive and negative
career outcomes.
Additionally, the First Destination Survey contains salary information which was
evaluated to see if there are differences between the study abroad group versus the nonstudy abroad group. The salary information is measured in the NACE survey by annual
income in dollars. In order to establish annual salary, respondents who reported earnings
in a non-annual format (hourly, weekly, etc.) had their response recalculated by NACE
data collectors to fit an annual format. Reported salaries only included respondents who
were employed full-time; part-time salaries are not included in the dataset. A statistical
measure comparing mean salaries was used here to examine potential differences in
outcomes. This measure will allow for testing of the dependent variable (study abroad
and non-study abroad) with an added continuous variable (annual salary).
National data tracking study abroad shows a disproportionately low number of
minorities and low socioeconomic students participating in study abroad (IIE.org). For
example, Caucasian non-Hispanic students are over-represented in the population of
students in the United States who study abroad. In order to examine how different groups
fare, the NACE dataset has demographic metrics added by the institutional research
office of the college. The metrics commonly used by the college to look at issues like
retention are biological sex, students of color based on the Integrated Postsecondary
Data System (IPEDS) definition, Pell grant eligibility, and first generation student status.
To address concerns about identifying specific students, I provided the dataset from

22

NACE to the college institutional research office. Given that the initial NACE dataset
contains student identification numbers which were used to determine whether the
students have studied abroad or not, the institutional research office returned the dataset
with demographics information added, but removed student identification numbers.
However, the metric of having studied abroad will remain intact. This allowed for
analysis of the effect of having studied abroad while controlling for demographic
characteristics.
Quantitative analysis coupled above-mentioned institutional research metrics with
students who have studied abroad versus students who have not to see if the two groups
show a statistically significant difference in the NACE metrics (Howell 2010).
Furthermore, the data analysis tested the impact of study abroad on specific demographic
groups to see if under-represented students show significant differences in outcomes as
compared to the overall study abroad cohort. Additionally, the First Destination Survey
dataset included the student’s academic major, study abroad location, and the number of
study abroad programs in which they participated. In the group containing students who
have studied abroad, these additional metrics will provide further layers for analysis. For
example, students who were education majors may show a different set of NACE
outcomes than students who were international business majors.
The quantitative data collection consisted of three steps. First, NACE First
Destination Survey results, a survey given to undergraduate students 6 months postgraduation, was collected from 2014, 2015, and 2016 graduates. The college’s career
service office provided this dataset. Second, this data was merged with study abroad data
from 2013, 2014, and 2015 to account for the fact that students at the institution study
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abroad almost exclusively in their third year so their graduation year as captured by the
NACE survey aligns with the semester or year they went abroad. The third phase of data
collection involved sharing the merged study abroad and NACE dataset with the
institutional research office where they removed personal identification numbers, but
provided metrics on Pell grant, race, first generation, etc. Quantitative analysis was
applied after the third step of data collection to test for potential differences between the
study abroad and non-study abroad group. Analysis was conducted to further examine
differences between career placement and salary measures among groups of respondents.
The quantitative portion of this study aimed to determine whether or not study
abroad has an impact on career outcomes. A sub-question was intended to examine
demographics to determine if certain groups or study abroad variables track differently
when analyzed. Furthermore, numerous variables (frequency, major, etc.) exist within
the study abroad cohort that may be significant. Depending on the n- sizes of these subgroups, quantitative results showed how some or all of these variables have different
effects on graduate career success metrics when separated between study abroad and nonstudy abroad students.
Phase II: Qualitative
All qualitative participants were college graduates who have participated in a
credit-bearing semester-long study abroad experience or more, and come from the NACE
First Destination Survey population used in the quantitative portion of the study. The
second, qualitative phase of the study used a criterion-based and/or extreme case
sampling scheme based on the quantitative outcomes (Collins 2003). Extreme case
samples represent outliers in the dataset which may show a significant variance from the
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general population of the survey. Criterion-based sampling select participants who meet
specific criteria. In this project, having studied abroad is a criterion for participation in
the qualitative study. Given that this study is focused on the phenomena of study abroad
as it relates to career outcomes, the research design of the qualitative stage does not
include the students who have not studied abroad. Depending on the quantitative
outcomes, a critical case sampling strategy might have been employed, which may have
helped reinforce the main findings (Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña 2014). In the context
of this study, a critical case could pertain to a certain group of participants who need
further examination. For example, to provide further insight on how under-represented
students are impacted by study abroad, Pell-eligible students may be treated as a critical
case for qualitative inquiry. Pragmatically, qualitative participants also fell in the
category of convenience sampling, or finding participants based on their availability and
willingness to participate in the study (Collins 2003).
Participants were selected for follow-up interviews based on how they related to
outcomes in the quantitative study. For example, did the quantitative results show
participants who have studied abroad have a particularly high career placement or salary?
Does their field of undergraduate study impact the career outcome metrics? For this
phase of the study, six study abroad alumni were selected, consistent with Creswell’s
recommendations for case study research. Creswell (2013) explains the case study is a
good approach when the inquirer has clearly identifiable cases, and in the context of this
study, all of the participants share a common experience. The case study method
provides for an in-depth understanding of multiple themes or patterns across cases,
specifically, how international study has impacted career outcomes. As Creswell (2013)
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states, “the hallmark of a good qualitative case study is that it presents an in-depth
understanding of the case” (p. 98). He goes on to describe that employing two methods
is more effective than relying on only one. Merging the quantitative results and
interviews will help to gain a deeper understanding of the impact of studying abroad.
For the qualitative portion of this research, the process of inquiry followed themes
or findings prevalent in the quantitative results. The literature review portion of this
research project provides a framework of potential themes. The qualitative data used
preexisting codes apparent in review of literature. Emergent codes were also established
based on the quantitative findings. These codes are listed in Appendix B.
An established qualitative structure of the AI theoretical framework is conducting
interviews in pairs or small focus groups (Shuayb 2009). The goal is to maximize
discussion and dialogue among participants in order to envision what might be. For
example, Creswell (2013) states that focus groups, “are advantageous when the
interaction among interviewees will likely yield the best information” (p. 164). Creswell
goes on to say that focus groups can work well when interviewees are similar and
cooperate with each other. In the context of this study, interviewees all had a common
experience in studying abroad and the focus group format allowed participants to build
off the ideas of others. The goal of the focus group format here is to create an ideal
research environment for examining the impact of study abroad on participants’ career
outcomes.
Questions were created from an AI framework to bring out examples of how
studying abroad impacts career development. As stated by Shuayb (2009), “AI
interviewing is different from traditional interviews because rather than soliciting facts
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and opinions, AI interviews seek examples, stories, and metaphors” (p. 4). With the
sequential mixed-methods research design, these examples, stories, and metaphors will
aim to further explain trends we see in the quantitative data. Common application of AI
takes place in four identified stages: discovering, dreaming, designing, and delivering.
The Discovering phase aims to find out the best and most positive experiences
participants had in their organization (in this case, reference to ‘organization’ is replaced
with ‘study abroad experience’). The Dreaming stage, asks participants to think
creatively about the future. Designing, the third stage, reflects participants’ views of
good practice and envisions the future. This phase involves producing provocative
solutions or proposals for what participants want to achieve. The final stage, Delivering,
moves toward action planning where participants work out what will need to happen to
realize their propositions (Shuayb 2009). For example, a sample question in the
discovering phase will ask, “Remember a time when you were studying abroad. Are
there any professionally-related events that especially stand out for you? Please tell me
the story.” The AI interviews were built from a perspective of teasing out which aspects
of student study abroad experience tie closely with career outcomes. Interview/focus
group questions are listed in Appendix C.
The framework of AI, sometimes referred to as a strengths-based approach, has
received criticism for having an inherent positive bias due to the fact that the focus is on
strengths and omits weaknesses. Grant and Humphries (2006), for example, critique AI
saying the method emphasizes ‘positivity’ which may corrupt research outcomes. Thus,
using the AI method may suppress or ignore the negative discussions which have the
potential to resolve conflict or reveal darker realities within organizations. However, the
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approach of AI has a lot of synergy with mixed-method’s research, especially in terms of
action research and advancing organizational change. The AI approach avoids questions
like, “what is wrong with an organization?” which can lead to issues, challenges,
concerns, and negative emotions. Instead, the AI interviewer might ask, “what is the
ideal state of this organization?” which leads to possibilities, dreams, and aspirations
(Bright, Cooperrider, and Galloway 2006). This research approach creates an
opportunity in the qualitative phase of this project to envision ways to maximize career
development aspects of the study abroad experience. Responding to criticisms of AI,
researchers have suggested focusing on AI’s generative capacities rather than solely
positivity (Bright, Cooperrider, and Galloway 2006).
Practitioners of AI complete a specific training and certification programs, and
may use their training to promote organizational change, conduct workshops, etc. For the
purpose of this project, elements of the AI framework—particularly the process of
questioning—are borrowed for the qualitative method. However, the intention is not to
implement a full AI process. In fact, when using AI for educational research, Shuayb
(2009) points out the importance of making this distinction. The qualitative phase of this
research project simply borrows elements of the AI approach to provide a lens and
structure for the process of inquiry.
Limitations
NACE self-identifies a limitation within its own survey framework. According to
NACE, conducting their survey six months after graduation does not adequately measure
career success. NACE’s published standards state: “The full benefits of the profoundly
personal growth, enrichment, and increased knowledge evidenced by graduates cannot be
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adequately measured nor properly accounted for in the near-term. The most significant
and substantive outcomes occur over the lifetime of the individual graduate.” (NACE
2014, p. 4) In relation to this point, the full benefits of study abroad may not be captured
or represented in the First Destination Survey’s metrics, however, this survey does
provide a snapshot into early career outcomes, and may provide greater understanding of
the impact of study abroad on employment outcomes.
The study population surveyed is not representative of the entire U.S.
undergraduate population. A small New England private college lacking substantial
diversity may not be the best barometer for U.S. undergraduates as a whole, however, a
set of data for analyzing a broader population in this manner does not exist. Findings
from this study may prove useful in conducting more widespread research in the future.
Benefits
This research should benefit international educators, specifically working in
higher education, who want a more in-depth look at the connection between study abroad
and career outcomes. In December 2015, the Association of International Education
Administrators (AIEA) published a research agenda for the field of international
education on their website. The content area of “career integration” is identified as an
area of research need. This study will add to this needed body of research. The research
agenda also highlights one of the major problems in researching education abroad: the
lack of a control group. Through the use of NACE survey data with an 88 to 90%
knowledge rate, this study will have a substantial control group (students who have not
studied abroad) for use in evaluating findings and outcomes. A publication goal of this
project targets two major peer-reviewed journals that publish research related to
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education abroad. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, and the
Journal of Studies in International Education both reach a large audience of international
educators and represent a high standard in the field.
At an institutional level, this research may also result in direct changes to
programming to support student study abroad experiences. Critical reflection on the
programming will help the institution evaluate the potential need for organizational
changes.
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Chapter IV: Results
Phase I: Quantitative
Analysis of NACE First Destination Survey data from 2014, 2015, and 2016
graduates, comparing means and salary information revealed statistical differences
between the study abroad and non-study abroad group. The total survey respondents
from each year were 407, 377, and 400, respectively, with a total sample size of 1,184.
This data represents a knowledge rate of approximately 90% of traditional undergraduate
diplomas from the college during that three-year span. Analysis were run to look for
statistical differences, and no statistically significant differences were found. Chi-square
tests were replaced with Cohen’s d effect size calculations in the combined 2014-2016
dataset.

2016 Graduates
Table 4.1
Case Processing Summary
Cases
Included
Excluded
N
Positive or Negative
Career Outcome * SA
Flag

400

Percent
100.0%
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N

Total

Percent
0

0.0%

N
400

Percent
100.0%

Table 4.2
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
SA Flag
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
.940
.941
.940

N
215
185
400

Std.
Deviation
.2389
.2371
.2378

Data from 2016 graduates displayed virtually no divergence with 94.1% of the
study abroad group having a positive career outcome 6 months after graduation, and 94%
of the non-study abroad group with the same result. Over half of survey respondents
reported salary data. Mean salary between study abroad and non-study abroad was then
tested.
Table 4.3
Case Processing Summary
Cases
Included
Excluded
N
Salary * SA
Flag

Percent

209

N

52.1%

Percent

192

47.9%

Total
N
401

Percent
100.0%

Table 4.4
. Report
Salary
SA Flag
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
$42,149.83
$38,423.86
$40,313.59

N

Std. Deviation

106
103
209

$15,869.256
$14,302.749
$15,196.426

The mean difference in salary is approximately $3,726 with the non-study abroad
group earning at a higher rate than their counterparts who did study abroad. No
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statistically significant differences resulted, however, there is much more noticeable
difference in salary than the evidence in the positive or negative career outcome variable.
2015 Graduates
Table 4.5
Case Processing Summary
Cases
Included
Excluded
N
Percent
N
Percent
SA Flag * Positive or
Negative Career Outcome

377

100.0%

0

0.0%

Total
N
Percent
377

100.0%

Table 4.6
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
SA Flag
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
.932
.890
.915

N
222
155
377

Std.
Deviation
.2516
.3135
.2791

Data from 2015 graduates revealed some variance with 89% of the study abroad
group having a positive career outcome 6 months after graduation, and 93.2% of the nonstudy abroad group with the same result. A Chi-Square test did not show a statistically
significant difference.
Table 4.7
Case Processing Summary
Cases
Included
N Percent
Salary Calculation * SA
Flag

190

50.4%
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Excluded
N
Percent
187

49.6%

Total
N
Percent
377

100.0%

Table 4.8
Report
Salary Calculation
SA Flag
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
$40,292.54
$38,877.87
$39,674.55

N
107
83
190

Std. Deviation
$18,262.503
$15,156.123
$16,947.261

The mean difference in salary between 2015 graduates is approximately $1,415.
As in the 2016 results, the non-study abroad group earned at a higher rate than their
counterparts who did study abroad. A T-test of the salary variable did not show a
statistically significant difference.

2014 Graduates
Table 4.9
Case Processing Summary
Cases
Included
N
Percent
Positive or Negative
Career Outcome * SA
Flag

407

Excluded
N
Percent

100.0%

0

Table 4.10
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
SA Flag
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
.897
.874
.887

N

Std.
Deviation

224
183
407

.3042
.3324
.3170
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0.0%

Total
N
Percent
407

100.0%

Data from 2014 graduates demonstrated some variance with 87.4% of the study
abroad group having a positive career outcome 6 months after graduation, and 89.7% of
the non-study abroad group with the same result. A Chi-Square test did not result in a
statistically significant difference.
Table 4.11
Case Processing Summary
Cases
Included
N
Percent
Salary Calculation *
SA Flag

193

47.4%

Excluded
N
Percent
214

52.6%

Total
N
Percent
407

100.0%

Table 4.12
Report
Salary Calculation
SA Flag
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
$37,814.64
$37,810.04
$37,812.64

N
Std. Deviation
109
$13,876.154
84
$14,992.167
193
$14,334.299

For 2014 graduates, there was virtually no difference in salary between study
abroad and non-study abroad group.
The initial results from the 2014, 2015, and 2016 surveys showed some minor
variances from year to year. Overall, the non-study abroad group seemed to slightly
outpace the study abroad group with positive career outcomes and earnings, but none of
variances reached a statistical significance, or a high level of significance. The most
noticeable data point was the salary difference for 2016 graduates in which the non-study
abroad group averaged $3,726 more in earnings than the study abroad group.
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In an effort to maximize the results, the data from 2014, 2015, and 2016 graduates
are presented in a combined dataset in order to test the additional variables in this study
including field of study, race, Pell eligibility, biological sex, and more. The combined
sample size of n=1184 provides for statistically stronger overall results. Additionally,
there are seemingly no major programming or other changes at the institution which
mandate a rationale to separate the data on an annual basis. Given that the outputs are not
showing a statistically significant difference, or p-score of less than .005, effect sizes are
introduced in the combined outcomes as a further tool to measure the impact of the study
abroad experience. Effect size calculations offer a method to examine the size of the
difference rather than solely measuring for statistical significance. Importantly, some
professional journals even insist on using effect size as the measurement shows the
importance of the variance between two variables and may provide a more complete
understanding of impact (Howell, 2010). A statistical method commonly used for effect
size when comparing two means is Cohen’s d, and is employed here for the remaining
data analysis. Cohen’s d effect size measure considers d = .2 as a small effect, d = .5 as a
medium effect, and d = .8 as a large effect. If the means of two groups do not differ by .2
standard deviations or more, the difference is considered trivial.
Combined 2014-2016 Results
Table 4.13
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
SA Flag
Mean
N
Std. Deviation
Non-Study Abroad
.923
661
.2670
Study Abroad
.902
523
.2969
Total
.914 1184
.2807
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The non-study abroad group shows a 92.3% positive outcome, while the study
abroad group shows a 90.2% positive outcome. This is not a significant difference. An
effect size calculation of Cohen’s d = .074 uncovers the very little effect of study abroad
as a variable in positive career outcomes.
Table 4.14
Report
Salary Calculation
SA Flag
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
$40,065.16
$38,372.46
$39,293.15

N

Std. Deviation

322
270
592

$16,138.894
$14,735.034
$15,524.409

Non-study abroad students in the combined dataset earn almost $1700 more
annually than their study abroad counterparts. A calculation of effect size shows d =
.101, thus the salary gap between the two groups is small.
Combined outcomes by division
Table 4.15
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
Division
SA Flag
Business
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
Communication &
Non-Study Abroad
Creative Media
Study Abroad
Total
Education & Human
Non-Study Abroad
Studies
Study Abroad
Total
Information
Non-Study Abroad
Technology
Study Abroad
Total
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Mean
.935
.893
.915
.874
.863
.868
.945
.942
.944
.949
1.000
.963

N
Std. Deviation
168
.2481
149
.3106
317
.2796
191
.3323
219
.3446
410
.3386
127
.2291
86
.2354
213
.2311
175
.2215
69
.0000
244
.1889

For the Business division, the non-study abroad group has a 4% higher positive
outcome than the study abroad group. An effect size calculation shows d = .149, is still
considered a trivial effect. Both Communication & Creative Media and Education &
Human Studies show virtually no difference in placement outcomes. Information
Technology does have an apparently larger contrast with a 5% difference in positive
career outcomes that favors the study abroad group which has a 100% positive outcome
for the 69 students who did study abroad. A Cohen’s effect size calculation is not
possible as the standard deviation in the Information Technology subset is 0 due to the
100% positive outcome.

Table 4.16
Report
Salary Calculation
Academic division:
BUSINESS

SA Flag
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
COMMUNICATION Non-Study Abroad
& CREATIVE MEDIA Study Abroad
Total
EDUCATION &
Non-Study Abroad
HUMAN STUDIES
Study Abroad
Total
INFORMATION
Non-Study Abroad
TECHNOLOGY
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
$37,424.30
$36,027.54
$36,779.64
$34,670.08
$33,553.89
$34,022.69
$30,862.64
$28,563.93
$29,899.37
$51,665.63
$57,422.73
$53,708.47

N
Std. Deviation
98
$11,200.911
84
$11,260.942
182
$11,219.319
63
$13,374.768
87
$9,614.359
150
$11,317.815
61
$10,360.350
44
$8,486.731
105
$9,643.820
100
$18,193.141
55
$13,715.835
155
$16,922.826

The Division of Business, Communication & Creative Media, and Education &
Human Studies all have minute differences in salary outcomes that slant in favor of non38

study abroad students. Information Technology graduates who studied abroad, however,
earn over $5,700 more than their peers. An effect size calculation show d = .357,
representing a small to medium positive effect of studying abroad for Information
Technology graduates.
Combined outcomes by Gender
Table 4.17
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
Gender SA Flag
Mean
Female Non-Study Abroad
.980
Study Abroad
.929
Total
.956
Male
Non-Study Abroad
.886
Study Abroad
.883
Total
.885

N
Std. Deviation
253
.1395
225
.2576
478
.2052
404
.3180
291
.3218
695
.3194

Breaking the groups down by gender, female graduates who did not study abroad
have a positive outcome rate of 98% while those who studied abroad have a 92.9% rate.
The effect size calculation shows d = .246, an effect slightly larger than the .2 rate which
qualifies as having a small effect. Therefore, female graduates who studied abroad did
have notably weaker outcomes on the NACE First Destination Survey than their
counterparts who did not study abroad. The data suggests male graduates as having
virtually the same outcomes regardless of whether they had studied abroad or not.
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Table 4.18
Report
Salary Calculation
Gender SA Flag
Female Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
Male
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
$34,578.87
$31,935.94
$33,335.14
$44,141.58
$44,001.71
$44,079.83

N
Std. Deviation
135
$11,610.576
120
$9,589.907
255
$10,768.078
186
$17,718.860
147
$15,879.896
333
$16,906.976

Female students who did not study abroad earn approximately $2,643 more than
their peers who did study abroad. An effect size calculation of d = .248, represents a
small negative effect of studying abroad for female graduates. Again, male students
showed negligible differences in salary outcomes whether they studied abroad or not.

Combined outcomes by Gender and Academic Division
Table 4.19
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
Gender Division
SA Flag
Female Business
Non-Study Abroad

Mean
.952

Study Abroad
Total
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad

.937
.944
1.000
.886

63
125
66
88

.2458
.2308
.0000
.3192

Total
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad

.935
.975
.971
.973
1.000
1.000

154
80
69
149
45
5

.2472
.1571
.1690
.1622
.0000
.0000

Communication &
Creative Media
Education & Human
Studies
Information
Technology
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N

Std. Deviation
62
.2163

Male

Business

Communication &
Creative Media
Education & Human
Studies
Information
Technology

Total
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

1.000
.925
.860
.896
.803
.848
.826
.894
.812
.873
.930
1.000
.953

50
106
86
192
122
125
247
47
16
63
129
64
193

.0000
.2654
.3485
.3063
.3992
.3605
.3800
.3117
.4031
.3356
.2557
.0000
.2114

Breaking gender down by academic divisions reveals some notable characteristics
in the data. The female graduates in Communication & Creative Media who did not
study abroad had a 100% job placement rate while their peers who did study abroad had
an 87% placement rate. Essentially, major differences between the successes of female
graduates lie within this one academic division. Divergence in the success of female
graduates in the other three divisions was negligible. Male graduates from the
Information Technology majors showed a 100% job placement rate if they studied
abroad, while their peers who did not study abroad had a 93% placement. Alternatively,
male graduates from the Education & Human Studies majors showed an 81% job
placement rate if they studied abroad and an 87% job placement if they had not. This
represents a small effect size of d=.204.
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Combined outcomes by Race

Table 4.20
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
Race
WH/NW
SA Flag
Mean
Unknown
Non-Study Abroad
.916
Study Abroad
.857
Total
.892
White
Non-Study Abroad
.928
Study Abroad
.908
Total
.919
Non-White Non-Study Abroad
.891
Study Abroad
.915
Total
.902

N
95
63
158
511
413
924
55
47
102

Std. Deviation
.2792
.3527
.3109
.2594
.2894
.2732
.3146
.2821
.2988

Breaking the groups down by race, three categories were established. The
reconciled NACE dataset resulted in n = 924 alumni identified as White or Caucasian
while Non-White encompasses all other races with an n = 102. 158 alumni had an
unidentifiable race and will excluded from this analysis. White graduates who do not
study abroad have a positive outcome rate of 92.8% while their peers who studied abroad
have a 90.8% rate. The effect size calculation shows d = .07 which shows very little
effect of having studied abroad. Non-White graduates who did not study abroad resulted
in an 89.1% career success rate, while their peers who did study abroad had a 91.5% job
placement rate. The effect size calculation of the having studied abroad in the Non-White
group resulted in d=.08 or little effect. However, the trend in the data showed a small
positive career placement result for Non-White alumni who studied abroad with a small
negative career placement trend for White students who studied abroad.
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Table 4.21
Report
Salary Calculation
Race
WH/NW
SA Flag
Unknown
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
White
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
Non-White Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
$38,894.34
$37,330.77
$38,193.43
$40,168.58
$38,772.06
$39,527.32
$40,467.52
$35,065.79
$38,134.95

N
Std. Deviation
32
$14,312.154
26
$13,031.278
58
$13,656.433
265
$16,405.490
225
$14,996.187
490
$15,773.492
25
$16,014.584
19
$13,972.155
44
$15,237.792

Salary results for the non-White alumni have a low n = 44; however, a gap in
salary outcomes shows the non-study abroad group earning approximately $5,400 more
than their peers who did study abroad. This represents d = .36 which is a small to
medium effect, and a noticeable variation in salary outcomes.
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Pell Grant Receiving students
Table 4.22
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
Pell
SA Flag
Mean
Non-Pell Non-Study Abroad
.916
Study Abroad
.896
Total
.907
Pell
Non-Study Abroad
.943
Study Abroad
Total

N
Std. Deviation
502
.2772
454
.3050
956
.2907
157
.2332

.941
.942

68
225

.2370
.2338

Pell grant eligibility is based on family income levels, and can be used as a
measure to differentiate the socioeconomic level of students. In this case, graduates who
studied abroad who either did or did not receive Pell grants displayed virtually no
difference in their career placement metrics.
Table 4.23
Report
Salary Calculation
Pell
SA Flag
Non-Pell Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
Pell
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
$40,186.17
$37,965.28
$39,116.85
$39,629.51
$39,976.80
$39,745.28

N
Std. Deviation
252
$16,243.216
234
$14,749.219
486
$15,565.592
70
$15,865.185
35
$13,349.446
105
$15,009.439

Similar to career placement metrics, the salary outcomes of Pell grant receiving
students resulted in virtually no variation.
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First Generation Students
Table 4.24
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
First Gen SA Flag
Mean
N
Non-Study Abroad
.911
Study Abroad
.900
Total
.906
Y
Non-Study Abroad
.975
Study Abroad
.922
Total

N
Std. Deviation
538
.2853
471
.3000
1009
.2922
121
.1561
51
.2715

.959

172

.1982

First generation graduates who studied abroad showed a 92.2% job placement
rate, while their counterparts who did not study abroad had a 97.5% placement rate. The
effect size d = .239 shows a small negative effect of having studied abroad for first
generation college students.
Table 4.25
Report
Salary Calculation
First Gen SA Flag
N
Non-Study
Abroad
Study Abroad
Total
Y
Non-Study
Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean

N

Std.
Deviation

$40,394.29

260 $16,561.047

$37,755.90
$39,116.97

244 $14,490.588
504 $15,633.485

$38,684.92

62 $14,273.184

$42,825.00

25 $14,806.829

$39,874.60

87 $14,465.008

Contrary to the outcome above where first-generation graduates displayed a lower
career placement metric after they had studied abroad, the earnings of the study abroad
group resulted in approximately a $4,100 higher salary level than first generation students
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who did not go abroad. This represents an effect size of d = .285, which is evidencing a
small to medium positive effect for first generation students.
One of the NACE First Destination Survey questions asks respondents if their
current job is related to their career. Respondents have three options: they can state their
work is ‘very’ related to their career, ‘somewhat’ related to their career, or ‘not at all’
related. Grouping ‘somewhat’ related and ‘very’ related as a positive outcome and ‘not
at all related’ as a negative outcome produced the following outcome:
Table 4.26
Report
Related to Career
SA Flag
Non-Study Abroad
Study Abroad
Total

Mean
.893
.894
.894

N
Std. Deviation
610
.3088
472
.3081
1082
.3083

Having studied abroad displayed virtually no difference in whether or not
graduates were working in a field related to their career aspirations.
Quantitative Summary
Overall, the quantitative analysis strongly supports the null hypothesis. At six
months after graduation, the NACE survey results show virtually no statistically
significant differences between populations of graduates who studied abroad versus those
who did not. That said, a trend in the dataset tends to favor both positive career outcomes
and earnings for students who did not have an international study abroad experience.
Some results, however, stand out and are worth noting. Graduates in the Information
Technology area had positive early career impacts of studying abroad, earning $5,700
more in annual salary and having a 100% career placement metric. Alternatively, among
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female graduates there was a general negative effect of having studied abroad. Female
graduates who studied abroad had a 92.9% job placement rate while their counterparts
who did not go abroad had a 98% job placement rate and earned, on average, $2,643
more. However, the differences between male and female graduates are largely
explained in one division of Communication and Creative Media in which female
students who studied abroad had a lower job placement rate. Overall, study abroad
seemed to have a small negative effect on female graduates’ early career outcomes.
When inserting the variables for non-white, Pell eligible, and first-generation status, the
results did not show significant effects in either a positive or negative direction. Nonwhite graduates who studied abroad, for example, had a slightly higher positive career
placement than their peers who did not go abroad, but their earnings were $5,400 lower.
With no statistically significant results reaching p = .005 or large effect sized d = .8 or
greater, inferences about the positive or negative impact of study abroad on early career
outcomes are not supported in the quantitative results.
Phase II: Qualitative
The qualitative focus groups used a criterion-based sample, making efforts to
represent the quantitative categories. Participants were selected with an effort to balance
academic major and gender. In addition, convenience-based sampling was employed as
participants were selected based on geographic availability for the study. The questions,
written with a lens of Appreciative Inquiry, aimed to understand the connection between
the study abroad experience and eventual career outcomes. Furthermore, some of the
questioning encouraged an explanation of the quantitative results, specifically the lack of
statistical evidence supporting the difference between early career outcomes for both the
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study abroad and non-study abroad group. The qualitative questioning consisted of three
separate focus-group interviews, conducted in July/August 2018 on a college campus.
Codes
The focus group interviews were transcribed using an online service, however, the
text output was not well matched with the audio. I had to listen to each interview closely
and transcribe much of the text manually. As the interviews were focus groups, I paid
close attention to how respondents interacted with one another, and the influence this
dynamic had on the direction of the conversation. During the interviews, I took notes on
behavioral observations and any ideas that seemed to resonate. As the researcher, I also
steered the conversation back toward the questions when the conversation went off track,
and tried to facilitate equal contributions among participants. The participants
organically allowed everyone in the room to speak and share their ideas. In many
instances, the interviewees built off each other’s ideas, and further developed concepts.
This seemed to create synergy in which respondents helped articulate thoughts more
clearly as a group. Following the themes of the literature review, a number of a priori
codes were established prior to acquiring the focus group results. However, an emergent
coding process was also employed to account for potential limitations that might arise
from using only prefigured codes (Creswell 2013). In coding the focus group interviews,
emergent codes were established which expanded on the themes identified in the review
of literature.
A group of codes fell under the umbrella ‘competencies’ where interviewees
talked about specific skills acquired during their study abroad experience including:
language acquisition, cultural awareness, communication, going outside one’s comfort
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zone, increased self-reliance, and more. Other codes looked at leveraging the study
abroad experience for marketability, putting experience on the résumé, and discussing
study abroad at job interviews or other professional settings. A code for vocational
clarity was created after the focus group interviews as many alumni discussed their study
abroad experience as being a major influence on their eventual professional direction. In
addition, emergent codes emerged that pertain to gaining new perspective on one’s own
culture, professional networking during and after study abroad, and alumni
recommendations for maximizing professional development while studying abroad. All
codes are listed in Appendix B.
Results
The first focus group question asked, “Remember a time when you were studying
abroad. Are there any professionally-related events that especially stand out for
you? Please tell me the story.” Responses to this question focused on participation in
credit-bearing international internships, service-learning, and volunteer experiences. All
respondents indicated the professionally-related opportunities as a high point of their
study abroad experience, giving them strong connection to local community and
meaningful professional development.
Interestingly, with great variation in study abroad location, academic rigor, and
program structure, respondents gravitated toward professionally-related experiences in
their own ways. One alumna, for example, studied in a program in South America that
lacked academic rigor which provided substantial down-time for her to seek out a
volunteer opportunity with a local non-profit that supports the physically-disabled
community. She indicated that she had little to do and so decided to seek an opportunity
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to get more cultural immersion: “I just started reaching out to folks in a community and
then someone told someone who told me that this is a cool nonprofit so I emailed them.”
In another more structured program, a student was mandated into a service-learning
placement as part of a class. In this case, she may not have sought this experience on her
own. She stated, “I think that it was kind of beautiful that I was forced to do it because I
would like to think I would do so some type of volunteer experience. But as my 20-yearold self, I'm not sure that I would have.” Whether or not the study abroad program
provided a formal volunteer structure, these two respondents described the placements as
the most professionally-engaging aspect of their experience.
In all cases, respondents implied the professional aspect of the study abroad
experience provided meaningful vocational clarity. For example, both of the
abovementioned volunteer experiences resulted in the respondents coming back to the
United States and working post-graduation with the same population they worked with
abroad, and in both cases, this was a career path unbeknownst to them until their
international volunteer placement helped solidify it. As an example of vocational clarity,
one alumna talked about her volunteer placement, “it definitely opened my eyes to
working with that population and excited me to work with youth that come from
backgrounds that are a little bit different than my own.” Moving away from
volunteering, one respondent talked about his study of film at two different study abroad
locations, “I was able to create film on two different continents in two completely
different atmospheres with different sets of regulations and different sets of rules.” These
experiences led him to gain vocational clarify on his profession. He continues to do film
production work, but did not follow a path that took him to the urban centers of film
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production. As explained, “It really kind of solidified that I didn't want to go to a big city
like New York or Los Angeles.” In another case, the respondent had a student life role as
a resident assistant while abroad. She believed the experience led her down a career path
of higher education: “it really kind of shaped the fact that I knew I wanted to work in
higher education.”
This student currently works in residential life at a U.S. college.
Where vocational clarity, in the context of this project, pertains to study abroad
experiences helping clarify a participant’s career path, another theme focuses on adding
global perspective to one’s profession. Respondents feel the cross-cultural lens provides
a new perspective on a field of study or profession. As one respondent noted, “So I think
it kind of brings a broader perspective group to the employment field.” He explained that
the added perspective helps study abroad students understand their field in a global
context. This presumes that students who do not go abroad will have less opportunity to
gain this global perspective.
Another focus group question inquired if alumni had discussed their study abroad
experience with potential employers, listed the experience on their résumé, or still discuss
the experience at work. All respondents strongly asserted that they list the study abroad
experience on their résumés and discussed the experience with potential employers.
When asked if she discusses study abroad regularly at work, one interviewee said, “Oh
God, yes. Constantly.” Another talked about sharing her international experience with
coworkers: “I think it’s such a cool thing for them to see that I was able to be successful
internationally and working in a position.”
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Furthermore, two interviewees separately pointed out that they intentionally look
for study abroad on résumés when making hiring decisions for their companies. One
respondent, talking about putting study abroad on the résumé, stated, “That’s something
that has spoken to me one when I’m looking over résumés.” This indicates that
individuals with study abroad experience may seek out individuals with similar
experiences when hiring, and suggests an element of social reproduction may be created
within the culture of students who chose to study abroad. Further expanding on hiring
individuals with study abroad experience, another respondent states, “I’ve had the
opportunity to look over résumés and interview potential candidates at my current
employer. Seeing study abroad experiences at least says something to me that the person
is willing to leave their comfort zone and sort of push themselves to leave their comfort
zone.”
A strong theme that all the qualitative participants mentioned is the idea of
pushing one’s comfort zone, and most respondents tied this directly to their professional
development and career readiness. One interviewee stated, “the aggressive immersion
puts you out of your comfort zone and forces you to problem-solve on your own,” while
another said, “it forces you to get out of your comfort zone to think differently and to see
the world differently.” This theme of going outside your comfort zone was mentioned
several times as a skill learned during study abroad that transfers to the workplace and
can be discussed during job interviews. Moreover, the respondents discussed having
greater independence while abroad, providing them with a valuable tool augmenting their
independence and self-reliance in their future endeavors.
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One study abroad alumna, discussed her experience abroad as key to developing
her independence: “I think at the end of the day, I got to know that I can do a lot more
than I really thought I could do as a woman alone in the world.” She went on to say, “I
really feel like it gave me something I didn’t know I could have.” This response implies
the respondent believes her experience helped her develop self-reliance and confidence.
In addition to developing independence, some respondents directly connected their
experience to their current professional life.
One alumnus noted, “I was able to pull a lot of experience directly from that
program into my current job and I think it directly prepared me for my job now and
helped me get the job.” In this case, the respondent makes a direct connection to study
abroad experience, career preparation, and employability. This explanation reflects the
discourse touted by the study abroad industry as a reason to study abroad. In this
particular case, the respondent explains that a professional contact made abroad provided
a job lead and reference which directly resulted in a job placement. Other interviewees
brought up professional networking while abroad and maintaining those professional
connections. They indicated having the ability to leverage those contacts as part of their
professional network. An example of networking provided was a respondent saying he
could call a former professor from his study abroad program, who is an industry
professional in his field, at any point for advice or job recommendations.
To better understand and explain the quantitative results, a focus group question
probed at the results. Alumni were told that although the college has a very high job
placement rate overall, the group of students who studied abroad did not have higher job
placement rates according to the NACE six-month survey, and some trends even
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displayed the study abroad group as having slightly lower placement rates and earning
than their counterparts who did study abroad. Initially, respondents exhibited some
element of surprise at this result. One respondent said, “it could just be my friend group
but I’m surprised that it’s so evenly split.” He believed that among the alumni he
interacted with, those who went abroad were more ambitious and likely to have job
placements. One response added some insight as to why the quantitative results showed
little difference and perhaps even favored students who did not go abroad:
I think a lot of people that are studying abroad are not necessarily a hundred
percent certain on what they are going to do. Like for me, I’ve always loved film
but I was never a hundred percent...so studying abroad really helped me figure it
out. Now for somebody that knows, I had a lot of friends that didn’t want to go to
abroad because there wasn’t anything abroad for them.
This analysis suggests that a group of students who are not going abroad have a more
clearly defined career path, and do not necessarily seek out international opportunities,
whereas the students self-selecting to study abroad are exploring their options a bit more
and may take more time to establish a clear career path.
The quantitative inquiry also gave focus group participants an opportunity to
conceptualize ways in which the institution can maximize professional development as
part of its international programming. This line of questioning remained consistent with
appreciative inquiry and its design phase which creates an opportunity for participants to
design a better system. A theme of integration came up here, where respondents asked
for more intentional education and training about their experience before, during, and
after studying abroad. Some interviewees talked about the importance of setting clear
intentions before going abroad, and tying those intentions to career goals. Respondents
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also talked about making strong connections between work students are doing abroad and
their professional goals so they can draw parallels between cultures.
Discussing study abroad programming, one respondent recommended that
programs, “require every student to have a placement paired with a course.” This
recommendation asserts that an obligatory professional experience could benefit all
students while studying abroad. Another suggestion along the line of providing a
professional experience while abroad asserted, “anything that the school can do to help
students get out more and experience more in their field especially while abroad.”
Clearly, the respondents kept drawing connections to increasing exposure to professional
experiences while abroad.
Respondents made some recommendations for students upon returning from
studying abroad. One alumna, a professional writing major, said, “incorporate study
abroad into your portfolio as a requirement.” This suggests that a major in which a
student has a portfolio requirement for gradation should intentionally incorporate their
study abroad learning into that portfolio. An interviewee suggested deeper curriculum
integration by stating, “maybe encompassing the experience into capstone would be a
way that people could really show part of themselves and the pieces that they’ve
collected over the course of studying abroad.” The college requires all students to do a
culminating project their senior year, and this respondent suggested requiring study
abroad alumni to incorporate that experience into their final project.
One respondent boldly suggested requiring two international experiences with one
being a formal study abroad and the other being a required international internship:
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I think it’s hard to check both the school’s study abroad experience and the
professional study abroad experience boxes on one program…so maybe it could
be like a prerequisite to having a full-on professional abroad program could be
that you have to do a traditional school study abroad program first.
This particular respondent explained that having a semester study abroad experience
helped prepare him for a full-time international internship he did in a subsequent
semester, and that other students could maximize their professional development
following a similar model. Overall, the suggestions for maximizing professional
development while abroad centered on increasing professional opportunities while abroad
and intentionally integrating the experience into the culminating requirements of a degree
program.
Participants in the focus group interviews continually strayed from questioning to
either reminisce about their experience or have tangential conversations about cultural
nuances, and other topics. Keeping them on track to discuss the professional aspect of
their experience proved difficult at times. However, this helped elucidate that the study
abroad industry may have a misalignment in promoting career outcomes as a tangible
benefit of study abroad. For example, one alumna reflected, “I think the whole getting
jobs thing is something that speaks very loudly to parents.” She asserted that many
college students are not preoccupied with job placement statistics and that does not
resonate with their choice to study abroad. She goes on to explain:
I think the more emotional side of things connects to students. From this
experience abroad, you’ll gain confidence and independence that you’ve never
experienced before and you’ll feel more comfortable in your skin than you ever
had before. All of these things would speak to me in a much better way than
you’ll probably get a job because of this experience. That’s not what my 20-yearold mind was thinking about.
This response indicates job placement as not being a priority when students decide to
study abroad, and even though it may resonate with parents and others. This alumna
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clearly notes that development of confidence and independence during study abroad had
much more meaning for her. Another respondent stated, “So it’s just such an important
part of becoming a whole rounded person as well as finding some sort of community with
others around you.” He again strays from professional development and discusses a less
measurable outcome of personal development.
Qualitative Summary
Despite differences in study abroad locations and program structure, participants
in the qualitative focus groups gravitated toward finding internship, volunteer, and
service-learning placements. Respondents highlighted these experiences as high point
professional development moments that directly tie to their current careers and
professional goals. Interviewees felt strongly that their study abroad experience gave
them enhanced vocational clarity, and helped them better solidify and understand the
direction in which they want to head professionally. Moreover, respondents asserted that
the study abroad experience gave them a new global perspective on their field of study.
All participants had listed study abroad on their résumés. They also spoke about
their study abroad experience during job interviews, and regularly draw from the
experience in their working lives. Although themes generally followed findings in the
review of literature, a new theme emerged in which respondents discussed intentionally
looking for study abroad experience when making hiring decisions. Respondents who
are involved in hiring decisions felt that study abroad experience was a differentiating
factor among applicants for employment at their company or organization.
Some developmental aspects of the study abroad experience noted by respondents
pertain to going outside one’s comfort zone and increasing self-reliance. Interviewees
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discussed how going outside their comfort zone allows them to see the world from a new
perspective and bring confidence to future endeavors.
Qualitative findings also reflected assertions by the study abroad industry about
the career benefits of student abroad. One respondent said his experience abroad directly
provided a job lead and resulted in a job placement after graduation. Thus, professional
networking while abroad resulted in a tangible career outcome.
When asked to explain the quantitative results showing little difference in early
career outcomes for study abroad students versus non-study abroad students, the focus
group participants were initially surprised at this result. Insights about the result
suggested that perhaps students who do not go abroad have a more defined career path
than their peers who choose to study abroad. It was suggested that the study abroad
group is doing more exploration than the non-study abroad, and may take longer to start
their career post-graduation.
Respondents generated ideas to maximize professional development during study
abroad, namely increased curriculum integration before, during, and after studying
abroad. Interviewees said that creating more professionally-related requirements would
benefit overall career development. Some respondents also believed that more than one
study abroad experience would provide an added benefit to students.

Mixed Results
Students having two or more study abroad experiences came up as a theme in the
qualitative results. Respondents who had two or more experiences, felt the combination
of two experiences was a differentiating factor that set them apart from their peers.
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Furthermore, they felt the career impact in this scenario could be much greater. Based on
these insights, the quantitative data was tested to see how students with two or more
study abroad experiences fared versus students with only one study abroad experience.
Table 4.27
Report
Positive or Negative Career Outcome
2+ SA Exp
1 experience
2 or More
Experiences
Total

Mean
.91
.86

N
481
42

Std.
Deviation
.292
.354

.90

523

.297

The results display students with two or more study abroad experiences as having 86%
career placement versus students with only one study abroad experience as having a 91%
career placement. In this output, the effect size d = .15 shows a small negative effect of
having two or more study abroad experiences on career outcomes. This result again
substantiates the null hypothesis and suggests a disconnect between the participant’s
perception of impact and the reality of career outcomes based on NACE First Destination
Survey metrics.
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Chapter V: Conclusion
In higher education, study abroad is often referred to as a high-impact education
practice with life-changing outcomes for students (Kuh, 2008). As international
educators, we try to make meaning of the impact of study abroad and strive to understand
the measurable outcomes of the international experience. In the age of globalization,
many institutions expect graduates to have learned twenty-first century skills including
critical thinking, adaptability, communication, social skills, problem-solving, technical
skills, and more. A study abroad experience seems like an ideal environment for
developing these skills. The international education knowledge community including the
IIE, NAFSA, and the AIEA, touts study abroad as the best way for students to acquire
international skills and open up professional opportunities. In order to legitimize our
work as international educators, we need to challenge our assumptions and add credibility
to our claims.
At one particular New England private college, studying abroad has not proven to
significantly impact early career outcomes. Based on the NACE First Destination
Survey, the higher education industry standard for capturing career placement
information, graduates from this college get no measurable positive early career impact
from studying abroad. In fact, some trends in the data even show an early negative effect
from having studied abroad. Further trends in the results contradict assumptions about
study abroad that are held by students and international educators. For example,
qualitative respondents asserted that perhaps business majors benefit more in their early
career from studying abroad than information technology majors. The quantitative
results showed an opposite trend, thus nullifying that assumption. The results of this
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research do not discredit the value of studying abroad or the potential life-long impacts of
the experience, however, the findings do not reflect a strong link between studying
abroad and early career success.
Demographics, including race and socioeconomic status, factored significantly
into the research design of this project. Some research, including Di Pietro (2015),
indicated studying abroad will have a larger impact on underrepresented populations.
Research did not display this larger impact, with both Pell-receiving and non-white
graduates having inconclusive results. The lack of diversity at this institution further
diminishes conclusions for different demographic groups beyond the discussed
dichotomy between male and female graduates.
Furthermore, one small Northeastern private college with a very high job
placement rate may not provide the best barometer to test career outcomes as they relate
to international experience. Students from this professionally-focused institution are
largely employed six months after graduation, and the findings of this study cannot be
generalized nationally.
AI as a theoretical framework is rooted in positive psychology. The lenses of
positive psychology and AI have been applied to individuals, organizations, research
problems, and more. The approach focuses on strengths in an effort to help individuals
and organizations enhance their capabilities. If this study were replicated outside of this
one particular college and similar inconclusive results displayed no career impact,
international educators could assert that promoting study abroad on the basis that it will
“help you get a job” is simply inaccurate. Yet study abroad may, in fact, be a journey to
help clarify the path you want to take in your career and life. You will be pushed from
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the world you know into a world you do not, and that experience will help you develop
into a more self-reliant individual. You will have a new perspective on the world that can
help you in your personal and professional life. Perhaps a transactional focus by
international educators on career outcomes does not capture the true benefits of studying
abroad.
The mixed-methods results and the AI structure provided some ideas for
organizational change in regards to study abroad and career development at this particular
institution. The action research element of this project will inform approaches to
international education and, specifically, how to include more career development
opportunities while students study abroad.
As a result of this study, the following recommendations will be introduced.
First, all students doing a semester study abroad, or longer, should be required to have a
volunteer, service-learning, or internship experience abroad. This ties directly to the
focus group responses about highpoint professional development experiences, and also
reflects institutional goals for international education which include global
professionalism. Second, the college should integrate the study abroad experience more
seamlessly into the curriculum. Respondents felt that curricular integration before,
during, and after study abroad would help maximize their learning, build in reflection on
their experience, and provide tools for utilizing the skills students develop abroad.
Studying abroad is not solely a semester away from college and the curriculum should
provide a framework to incorporate studying abroad into the greater educational
experience of an undergraduate. Finally, a third recommendation involves requiring
career development workshops for students who have studied abroad. The workshop
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would include tools for incorporating the study abroad experience into a résumé.
Students would also acquire tips on how to use skills developed abroad in the workplace
and job search process.
Implications for further research
The NACE First Destination Survey provides a snapshot of early career outcomes
at six months post-graduation. A longitudinal survey of graduates could provide a better,
longer-term understanding of how students who have studied abroad fare differently than
those who have not. For example, surveying this same group at five or ten years postgraduation could test whether results still support the null hypothesis.
Some trends in the quantitative results suggested a more prevalent negative early
career outcome for women than for men. Research focusing on gender and study abroad
outcomes would provide an opportunity to examine that phenomena in more depth.
Nationally, women study abroad in significantly higher numbers than men, and if
participation in study abroad has a significant impact on career outcomes, effects could
be exacerbated for female participants.
Beyond quantitative outputs, this study does not address the group of alumni who
did not go abroad. At an institution where students are given multiple options to study
abroad, researching the students who did not go abroad and their rationale may tell a
more complete story. For example, did they remain in the U.S. because they already had
a job? Were they in fact clearer on their career path and saw no value in studying
abroad? Looking at some of these questions may tell us a bit more about the
differentiating aspects of the study abroad experience.
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Respondents who participated in an international professional development
opportunity were not isolated in this study. During the qualitative focus groups,
respondents identified internship, service-learning, and volunteer experiences as their
most meaningful professional development moments. The quantitative metrics did
account for internship or other professionally-related experiences thus this sub-group of
study abroad participants could not be analyzed separately from the rest of the study
abroad cohort. More research focusing on students who participate in international
internal internships, service-learning, and/or volunteer activities may provide further
insights into the career impact of these professionally-focused international study
experiences.
Given our country’s struggles with demographic equality pertaining to job
placements, earnings, level of education, and more, we may want to examine the culture
of study abroad as numbers of participants continue to grow on a national level.
Respondents said they intentionally look for study abroad on résumés. Are they looking
for this because they want to hire individuals who are like them or are skills developed
abroad assets that employers are truly seeking? Examining the phenomenon of study
abroad from a lens of social reproduction could provide a framework for further study.
Importantly, there is a dearth of research on the impact of study abroad on
underrepresented students in the United States. In the past few years, many international
education organizations including the IIE and the Council for International Education
Exchange (CIEE) have shifted their promotional strategies from increasing study abroad
numbers nationally to increasing “access” to study abroad for underrepresented students.
If the study abroad industry is pushing an ideal of diversity in study abroad based largely
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on an assumption that study abroad is “good” and will “help you get a job,” we may be
doing a disservice to that population. More research on this topic would help students
and organizations make informed decisions on what type of educational experience is
best to reach their individual, personal and professional goals.
Finally, the appreciative inquiry approach strives to help individuals and
organizations thrive. Using the AI lens, further research focusing on the impact of study
abroad on student well-being may help substantiate some of its more intangible benefits.
Study abroad may not guarantee students a job post-graduation, but perhaps it contributes
to making participants better versions of themselves.
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Appendix A NACE Survey Table with Metrics
Classification
Survey Metrics
Positive
Total # Employed FT
Positive
Total # Employed PT
Positive
# Entrepreneur FT
Positive
# Entrepreneur PT
Positive
# Temp/Contract FT
Positive
# Temp/Contract PT
Positive
# Freelance FT
Positive
# Freelance PT
Positive
# Post Grad Fellowship/Internship FT
Positive
# Post Grad Fellowship/Internship PT
Positive
# Service
Positive
# Military Service
Positive
# Continuing Education
Negative
# Seeking Employment
Negative
# Seeking Continuing Education
Negative
# Not Seek
Neutral
# No Info
Salary Information
# of Salaries (Full-time Employed)
Salary Information
Salary Mean
Salary Information
Salary Median
Salary Information
# receiving Bonus
Salary Information
Bonus Mean
Salary Information
Bonus Median
(NACE Survey metrics retrieved from 2017 survey template).

69

Appendix B Qualitative Codes
I: A Priori Codes


Competencies – Themes from Literature Review
o Communication – A competency that relates to using new
communications skills
o Cultural Awareness – A competency that relates to learning new things
about a culture
o Facing Conflict/difference – A competency that deals with facing
conflict abroad because of cultural difference
o Language – deals specifically with foreign language
o Maturity – A competency that relates to references of maturity while
abroad
o Outside Comfort Zone – A competency that relates to going outside
one’s comfort zone
o Professional Development – A competency that relates to developing
professional skills abroad
o Related to Field – A competency that relates the experience to the field
participants field of study
o Self-Confidence – A competency that relates to the development of selfconfidence


Extrovert – A subset of self-confidence where respondents
indicated becoming more extroverted.



Academics – Program either had strong or weak academics
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Vocational Clarity – Gaining further clarification for where to take one’s career
or professional practice



Marketability – Respondents indicated marketing the international experience to
potential employers
o Résumé – A subset of marketability focused specifically on enhancing
one’s résumé



Reverse Culture Shock – Trouble adjusting to home culture after studying
abroad

II. Emergent Codes


Connections/Networking – Developing new networking contacts while abroad



Global Perspective – Instances where respondents noted a shift in
perception/perspective



New Perspective on Own culture – respondents indicated seeing the United
States in a new light



Influenced Career Outcome – Respondents indicated international experience
was tied to eventual career outcome



Well-being – Respondents discussed how their experience helped them become
more well-rounded individuals and better versions of themselves.



Programming Enhancements – Respondents made recommendations for
programming improvement to further support career integration and study abroad.
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Appendix C AI Focus Group Questions

The Discovery Phase
1. Remember a time when you were studying abroad. Are there any professionallyrelated events that especially stand out for you? Please tell me the story. Who
was involved and how did they contribute to this/these event(s)? What was the
outcome?
2. Have you discussed your study abroad experience at work, with a potential
employers, or listed the experience on your résumé? If so, what highlights did
you point out?
The Dream Phase
3. Was there anything in particular or special about this/these event(s) or
circumstance(s) that helped you connect the events to your current and future
professional world?
4. What were the outcomes you experienced? Were there benefits?
The Design Phase
5. Graduates from the college have a very high job placement rate within 6 months
after graduation. Overall, having studied abroad does not show as significantly
impacting this one way or another. From your past success while studying
abroad, what are a few ways you might enhance your ability to use these
meaningful moments? How might the institution leverage these opportunities for
more fulfilling professional development?
The Delivery Phase
6. Imagine that it’s 2023 (five years from now). How could a greater attention
toward career development before, during, and after studying abroad have
played-out to help you in your professional lives?
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